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"Soemmerring-Forschungen" is an ambitious historical project, inaugurated by Gunter Mann, and aiming to point out the major scientific developments during the "Goethezeit". The six volumes already published demonstrate that the interests of Professor Mann and his collaborators mainly focus on medical, physiological, and biological topics, which are more or less related to the anatomist Samuel Thomas Soemmerring, whose Opera Omnia (including letters and diaries) are being prepared for publication. The volume under review is based on an interdisciplinary symposium, which was organized to investigate the various approaches to human nature in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.
It is impossible to do justice to nineteen contributions, especially since they deal with heterogeneous aspects like physiology, brain anatomy, philosophy, books of travels, or anthropology. Most of the articles are characterized by an impressive scholarship. The reader is provided with careful analyses of concepts by scientists and philosophers like Georges Buffon, Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottfried Herder, Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, Christoph Girtanner, Franz Joseph Gall, Petrus Camper, and Georges Cuvier. Numerous aspects like the debates between the "monogenists" and "polygenists" in the eighteenth century or the social background for comparative studies of the brains of white and black people are very well presented. Another fascinating point is the connection between natural history and the "Asthetisierung der Natur", which-as it is plausibly shown-was a direct consequence of Johann Joachim Winckelmann's theory of the classical beau ideal. It seems that this relation remained a constant factor during the Enlightened and Romantic periods, and I would have wished to get more details about this.
The only problematic point of this volume is the unquestioned juxtaposition of articles written from different methodological viewpoints. Some authors reflect the social and the cultural background, others prefer a more "internal" historical view. This is not necessarily a disadvantage, but the result is a rather heterogeneous picture of anthropological discussion at that time. The editors, however, are perfectly aware of this. Mann Society, 1990, pp. xii, 473, $40.00 (0-87169-191-4) .
Biochemistry is surely destined in the near future for a higher profile within history of medicine. In an era of its ever-increasing importance to clinical medicine, Joseph Fruton, following on from his monumental synthesis Molecules and life, has written another book that everyone in the field will want to read.
